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Julius Strandberg and
"The Almost White Child"
by HANS J0RGEN STRANDBERG
Preface

Why did more than 50 million people leave Europe for
the United States in the second part of the 19th century? To
understand the largest migration in history you have to look
to the hopelessly poor living conditions which many people
in the Old World lived under. To people living in an overpopulated and underpaid Europe the idea of going to
America where nothing was impossible but where "everything" was possible was immensely attractive.
More than 300,000 Danes left their homeland to travel
to North America over a period from 1850 to 1914. Most left
behind a life of poverty and hard work in the hope of a better life in "God's own country".
The American dream was also nourished by the many
ballads published in Denmark in the 19th century.
One of the many people who were interested in the
"America fever" on a commercial basis in the last century
was my great-grandfather, the broadsheet ballad writer
Julius Strandberg (1834-1903) . Since 1861 when he founded
his own publishing business, he was kept busy in the service
of mass communication - a many-facetted business, even at
that time.
The production of broadsheet ballads was Julius
Strandberg' s profession. In his more than 40 years as a publisher his own publishing firm published more than 12,000
ballads, one of which was the emigration ballad "The Danish
Girl Who Was Sold." It was a great success for my greatgrandfather. The ballad was published at the end of the great
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emigration year of 1881.
This is part of the story of the broadsheet ballad writer
Julius Strandberg, who, among other things, published this
emigration ballad.

The Foundling
On the afternoon of 9 March 1834 Julius Strandberg,
only a few hours old, was discovered in a bundle of clothes
on a doorstep in Vingaardsstrcede
in the heart of
Copenhagen. He was thought to have been born on the day
he was found. His family background remains uncertain. We
know nothing certain about his father. But family tradition
has it that a Swedish clergyman who was emigrating to the
USA was one of his parents. However, nothing at all is
known of the identity of the little boy's mother.
The following day Julius Strandberg was placed in
foster care with chair maker Hansen and his wife in
Copenhagen where he spent a happy childhood. When he
finished his schooling after seven years, it was decided that
he should learn typography with a well-known printer
named Grcebe in Bredgade. This meant that he was no longer
able to live with his foster parents and at the age of 14 he
moved to The Danish Royal Orphanage ("Det Kongelige
Opfostringshus"). At Easter 1848 he started his apprenticeship as a printer and in his apprenticeship contract dated 2
October 1848 (the authorities had had plenty of time to draft
the document) it says:
The administrative Directorate for the Relief of
the Poor in Copenhagen, in accordance with
the Royal Charter of the Orphanage of 29 June
1753 and the Ordinance of 24 November 1777
and the Royal Plan for the Relief of the Poor of
1 July 1799, which has been most graciously
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approved, hereby entrusts to Mr. Grrebe of
Copenhagen, Printer, the Boy Peter Julius
Strandberg, born on 9 March 1834 and christened 11 March 1834, which Boy has been
placed at The Danish Royal Orphanage ("Det
Kongelige Opfostringshus"), nr. 12, on the following Conditions:
1) He will start his Apprenticeship at Easter
1848 and will, from that time, serve . an
Apprenticeship of six Years. When he commences his Apprenticeship, he will bring the
following items: jerseys, socks, a hat, a casket,
trousers, shoes, a cap, waistcoats, kerchiefs, a
hymn book, shirts, collars, the New Testament.
2) During his Apprenticeship I, Printer Grrebe,
undertake to fulfill all the Obligations of a
Master in accordance with every Act and
Decree in force. I undertake to teach him conscientiously everything relating to my profession so that after the Apprenticeship is terminated, he may be considered a proficient
Journeyman and not to let him waste too much
time on running errands but to employ him
diligently with professional work and to guard
his moral conduct so that he will not with my
approval visit any places which might make
him succumb to vice; and I also promise, as far as
it is possible, to let him sit next to other
Journeymen of good moral conduct and to let
him attend Sunday School at times when I do
not require him to do professional work. When
he becomes a Journeyman, he is no longer
obliged to remain in my service.
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3) If the Boy is not willing to learn or be diligent, obedient and conscientious in his work or
should he become disloyal and should such
punishment as the Master is allowed to give by
law prove futile, the master shall address the
director, who, in these and other cases where
there is reason for complaint, shall take such
measures the circumstances shall allow and as
protection, which the directors owe the boy
until he reaches the age of 24, shall make possible. The Master shall also report to the Director
if the aforesaid boy, against any presumption,
should leave his Apprenticeship or commit any
crime for which he could be prosecuted. The
Boy will not make any announcements in the
newspapers regarding his circumstances in
this or in other matters. When a complaint is
made either by the Boy or his Master, the
Master is obliged to appear in the Director's
Office on Request.
The Master will, at
that the Apprentice
an Apprentice and
soon as the Articles

his own expense, see to it
is enrolled in the Guild as
then as a Journeyman as
of the Guild do so allow."

Copenhagen 2 October 1848
On Behalf of the Directorate
EIBE
Director of the Royal Danish Orphanage
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Standing on his Own Feet

After Julius Strandberg finished his apprenticeship as a
printer in 1854, he worked as a hand compositor in various
printing houses in Copenhagen for seven years. In his spare
time he worked as a journalist at some of the contemporary
satirical magazines and while he was editor of such a magazine, he took over a business at 17 Set. Regnegade. "But (as
Julius Strandberg writes in his diary) then a Man kindly stole
two silver candlesticks from the palace chapel and was
caught by an old Woman". The result of this was the quick
publication of a ballad which sold more than 7,000 copies in
three days. "This seems to be the Road to Success",
Strandberg continues, and shortly after that he founded the
'Jul. Strandberg Publishing Firm' on 1 May 1861 which was
to develop into the largest publisher of popular light literature in Denmark.
In a short period of time the premises in Set.
Regnegade became too small and in the autumn of 1861 the
firm moved to larger premises at 18 Holmensgade (now
Bremerholm) which was where Julius Strandberg would
run his publishing business for the following 21 years.
In 1882 Julius Strandberg moved his business to two
properties which he had purchased over the years at 18
Vingaardsstrcede.
Strandberg did not just sell ballads even if the
production of these made up a significant part of his profit in
his more than 40 years as a businessman.
In his active years in business he wrote and published
more than 12,000 different ballads and his contemporaries
rightly called him "the uncrowned king of broadsheet
ballads". In the good ballad years he would publish a total of
a little under 500,000 copies, an astonishing number in a
society which did not exceed two million people. Apart from
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the ballads he also published a large number of books and
other small publications: practical handbooks for farmers,
gardening books, books with recipes for cooking, baking and
making preserves and jams both for people in the country
and in the city, books on how to interpret dreams, books
containing ad vice on household remedies from wise men
and women and with advice for young lovers finding it
difficult to express themselves in writing to each other.
Books with traditional rhymes and a daily newspaper
"Christianhavns Avis" were also published by Julius Strandberg.
From the early 1880s and to his death in 1903 Julius
Strandberg wrote and translated a number of American
stories, particularly stories about the American Indians.
This was an indication of the increasing Danish
interest in America and life over there. That the enterprise
was a success is clear from the sales statements in his diaries
which make up some of the treasures of The Danish Folklore
Collection (Dansk Folkemindesamling).
But the ballads remained the mainstay of his publishing business. Strandberg showed that he had a distinct flair
for current news and for what people thought and felt. He
was an accomplished businessman who with the support of
his own printers had every opportunity to have his productions printed immediately. (One example from the diaries
mentioned previously: "16.7.1888. At a quarter to four someone jumped off the Round Tower (Rundetaarn). At a quarter
past four the ballad was being printed. At seven o'clock it
was on the streets. 2,000 copies were sold".
Julius Strandberg created an efficient, national distribution network because he had definite agreements with a
large number of stationary booksellers, travelling booksellers, market singers, street singers and ballad singers. He
thus made sure that his ballads reached every corner of the
country within a short period of time. Furthermore, he also
created a large market for his ballads in the Faroe Islands, in

-66-

the fishing community in Lofoten in the north of Norway
and in the Danish community in the USA where news from
"the Old Country" was in constant demand by the emigrants. With Julius Strandberg the broadsheet ballad was a
form of mass communication and its importance in contributing to public opinion was in fact greater than the newspapers and books at the time. Julius Strandberg's production
may be compared with contemporary Danish writers I. P.
Jacobsen and Herman Bang. Their works were only printed
in 1,000-3,000 copies which sets off Strandberg' s dominance
in the field of "small literature"!
Every New Year since he started the business Julius
Strandberg wrote a summary of the events of the past year.
In 1880 he wrote: "I hereby end this Year 1880 by
thanking God. As a business year 1880 was one of the simple
ones but it was better than last year. The fancy goods trade
can be said to be close to nonexistent, whereas Ballads and
Books have sold well. This year the ballads have sold more
than last year, namely 272,000. "O Susanne"! In particular
has sold many copies as has "Hjalmar and Hulda". The bad
times in trade in the whole country may be experienced here
but it is not as bad as several other places ."
"Oh Susanne! I Was Born on the Coast of Old
England" (0 Susanne! Jeg er f0dt ved Gammel Englands
Kyst) is Julius Strandberg's own version of Stephen Foster's
song "I Came from Alabama with a Banjo on rriy Knee".
Because of the extraordinarily large sales of the ballad "O
Susanne", the couple apparently felt that it was time to buy
better and larger property. This was situated a stone's throw
further along the coast just next to another country house
belonging to their good friend the landscape painter, professor Heinrich Buntzen. The new house which cost 4,000
Rigsdaler was named "Alabama". With all credit due to
Stephen Foster!
The following year, 1881, he wrote: "In God's name
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we end the Year 1881 and thank Him for everything good we
have received. With regard to business and income this is the
best year we have had in the more than 20 years in the trade.
This year I have published a large number of ballads. Among
these particularly "O Susanne!" has stood out, it reached
more than 50,000 copies. "Hjalmar and Hulda" has almost
equalled this number. The travelling booksellers are out on
their travels and trade with the bookshops in the provinces
has been very good. The large number of ballads has exceeded
all previous years, even the war year of 1864, I think."
In addition to the two successful ballads "O Susanne!"
and "Hjalmar and Hulda," "The Ballad of the Danish Girl
who was Sold", which Strandberg wrote Wednesday 30
November also was a success, even though it had only been
on the market for about a month at the turn of the new year!
As mentioned earlier, more than 300,000 people left
Denmark for the USA in the period from 1850 to 1914.In the
beginning of the 1880s the emigration to America sped up
after a few years of stagnation. As a writer of broadsheet
ballads with a flair for current news Strandberg made use of
this and in this decade he flooded the market with emigration
ballads in Denmark as well as in the Danish settlements
across the Atlantic.
In the war year of 1864, which was mentioned last in
the 1881 summary, Strandberg made his breakthrough. From
being one of many publishers of broadsheet ballads, he now
showed his remarkable talent for organization. He rationalized
his information network by sending his own war correspondents to the front in Southern Jutland! And the ballads which
he wrote on the basis of the large amount of information he
received directly from his own correspondents were so
successful that the printers could hardly cope with the
demand. In this way Strandberg beat the newspapers to it, so
that the broadsheet ballads at one point seemed to replace
the daily newspapers as a source of news!

-68-

According to a survey made by the Historical Institute
at Aarhus University at the end of the 1970s, 156 "America
Ballads" were published in Denmark in the second half of the
last century. Of these 69 were produced by Strandberg and
they nearly all showed very good sales figures, particularly
the reprinted ballads in various collections.
Whereas until the beginning of the 1880's Julius
Strandberg' s ballads were almost entirely published as small
four-page leaflets with a woodcut on the front page, in 1883
he also began to produce a number of song books which
were a great success. Among others, he published a series of
eight volumes called "The Singing Man at Sea and on Land"
(Den syngende Mand paa B0lge og Land) which are still
remembered by the older generation. The last reprint is from
1921.
A Strandberg ballad was a guarantee of quality and
meant an increase in sales for the mentioned travelling booksellers, market, street and ballad singers. This was also true
for Strandberg himself whose income rose from about 2000
Kr in 1865 to 16,000 Kr in 1900.
Julius Strandberg' s ability to get things done very
quickly is also seen in connection with emigration. On 17
August 1888 he makes the following entry in his diary: "The
Steamer "Geyser", the Emigration Ship, has gone down with
many people aboard and I had to write a ballad about it. We
were very busy with the new ballad and from four o'clock we
sold 2,000 copies. I wrote another and Olaf [his son] had to
spend the better part of the day in the printing shop. We only
returned home to the countryside at 10:15 to have Supper".
He continued to be successful. On 20 August he writes
in his diary: "The Geyser Ballads are still selling very well."
On 24 August he continues: "The Geyser Ballads are still
selling very well in the provinces". And this repeats itself:
''The new Murder Ballad sells well but not as quickly as other
ballads made for an occasion, as for instance "Geyser' and
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the like". The two ballads sold so well that even a month
after the accident Strandberg wrote another ballad about it,
this time called "My Loved One's Dea th on Board the
Geyser". The lemon was squeezed to the last drop.
A very popular theme in the ballads was the emotions
experienced when parting. A very large number of ballads
were published in which the emigrants departed and where
they praised Denmark. After arriving in the USA the emigrants
continued their sobbing. There were disappointments and
difficulties and they missed the old country. A saying went:
"A Man is allowed to love two Women in his Life: his Mother.
and his Wife. Our beloved Wife is America, but our beloved
Mother is Denmark".
However, this was not the case with the people in the
drama described in the following. The male principal had
success on his own conditions until fate in the shape of "The
Danish Girl Who Was Sold" caught up with him after he had
returned to his native country. And as we will see, the female
character and her child also returned home to Denmark as
quickly as her circumstances allowed. They had encountered
so many disappointments and difficulties that it had proved
impossible to continue living "over there".
EMIGRATION

On 25 November 1881 VendsysselTidendebrought the following remarkable reader's letter:
"We have received this letter from Hvetbo District:
The Sale of Women in America
Froma reliablesourcethe writer of this has beeninformedof how a
girl from the Hjerring areahas beensold and marriedto a negroin
America;and the details of the sale were as follows:

A farm hand from the Hjerring area,who some years ago
emigratedto America, sent an emigration ticket to his sweetheart
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at home after he had lived in Americafor some time. She received
the ticket and left for America to join him, where he met her in a
market town and broughther to a hotel.He askedher to wait there
for a while as he went for a little walk on the town. As she was a
strangerand did not know the language,the waiting soon seemed
too long for her. She ventured out into the yard where she met a
Danish Man who told her that her fiance was hardly trustworthy
and that when he returned, he would not be alone. After having
heard this information, she returned to her room and it was not
long beforeher fiance returned accompaniedby two negroes.He
then told her that he could not marry her,but that she was to marry
one of the two blacknegroes.
She was very sad to hear this and cried with grief. One
negrotook his handkerchiefand wiped the tearsfrom her eyes with
it and was very kind to her. She acceptedher fate with much grief
and went with the negro who was kind to her. They were married
and her blackmarriagewas blessedwith a child which to -her great
joy was almost white. [Underlinedby the publisher].
As her husband was very wealthy and remainedkind to her
and the child, she acceptedher positionas well as she could. When
she had learnedthe English language,the negro(her husband) told
her that he had boughtherfrom the Danishfarm hand who had sent
her the emigration ticket, and that he had paid about 12,000 Kr.
for her.
Some time after the farm hand had come into possessionof
this money, he returned home to Vendsyssel,where he - as he was
now a wealthy man - marriedthe daughterof a richfarmer and he
now lives in the town of B.... nearHjerring.
Nobody knew how he had cometo have this money;because
hisformer,but betrayed,sweetheartdid not have the heart to write
to anyone at home how she had fared.
Now her husband is deadand she and the child have inherited all his wealth; they have now (she and her child) returned to
Denmarkand they have settled in Aalborg. She intends to try to
regainthe money her husband paidfor her, not becauseshe wants
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the money for herself as she does not need it, but to place it in a
financial institution to be used for charitablepurposes."
Five days after having seen the article in "Vendsyssel
Tidende" the ever-alertJulius Strandbergwrote the emotionalballad about "The Danish Girl Who Was Sold" on 30 November1881.
The broadsheetballad, which was to becomeone of Strandberg's
most popularballads,was written to the tune of anotherof his great
successes,the 23 verse long reproductionof the originally Swedish
song about "Hjalmar and Hulda" which Julius Strandberg sold
more than 50,000 copiesof in 1880 alone.
The Danish Girl Who Was Sold
In Jutland a young girl lived,
she loved her friend faithfully,
then sadly the time of parting came,
he travelled to America.
She was left at home all alone and sad,
she could not forget her beloved at all,
she thought of him all day and all night,
she missed him, she felt deserted all the time.
Then a letter from America arrived,
it was from the departed friend,
he wrote: "Dear girl, know now,
that you may come over here,
here is happiness, here is joy,
here we will be together in love,
I send you money, come soon if you can,
I am waiting for the day you land.
The poor girl she laughed and she cried,
she bade friends and family farewell,
soon she was off into the distance,
defying danger with buoyant spirits.
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So she met her sweetheart, he brought her
to a hotel, it was all Joy;
soon he was off on the town for a while,
and said goodbye, on his mouth was a smile.
Shortly after her sweetheart returned happy,
to the waiting girl,
he was not alone, with him were two people,
two negroes of the blackest water,
he spoke to the girl: "I cannot take you
and you cannot return to Denmark;
from these two blacks you must choose a husband,
so is the custom in this land".
The girl cried bitter tears, but
one of the negroes took his handkerchief
and stepped with sympathy over
and took the girl to his chest
and wiped away her tears and comforted her,
she did not know which way to turn
so she chose him who was kind and good,
the cruel friend then left her.
She now married the negro, he was rich,
she then bore him a child,
which was almost white, an image of its mother,
but the sweetheart was a brute,
and the negro said to his wife:
"Your friend was wicked, that is clear,
know that he sold you to me,
twelve thousand kroner I paid him for you".
The black man was kind to child and wife,
and rich and even very good,
then an Illness ended his Life,
his widow owned now all his wealth.

-73-

Then she went to Denmark and travelled
to the town which she knew from childhood,
she went to Hj0rring - in a town nearby
she came to farm, a very cozy place .
When the farmer's wife greeted with friendliness
the strange lady, then she stayed there
a while with her child before she took up her
travel again, but who could describe
the great change when finally the husband
entered - and the two now recognized each other,
she saw before her eyes her wicked betrayer,
and the farmer saw his sweetheart again.
For twelve thousand he had bought a farm,
and married a girl with money,
pale, unsteady and terrified he stands,
his courage running out.
Then the stranger said: "You acted cruelly
the day you made me a Slave,
but now I am rich and you will be punished,
you may have to leave your farm.
I do not need your gold,
but the, courts must have their say,
and if you lose in the legal game,
the blood money will be big,
I shall give it to the poor, souls
in the district!" Now the wicked awaits his judgment,
treachery and betrayal does not pay,
he will be poor, his sweetheart rich.
It is unknown what happened to the Danish Girl who
was sold, her "almost white child" or the girl's former
betrothed.
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We do not know with certainty, either, why it was so
important for Julius Strandberg to emphasize that the girl's
offspring was almost white. But we can hazard a guess.
At the end of the last century a black person on the
street in Denmark was an object of interest which you did not
feel ashamed of following while making loud remarks and
comparisons. And the stares. Not necessarily with any ill
intention. People just stared. Crowds gathered around the
blacks, people forgot where they were going and people
flocked to have a look at these strange creatures. Their
authenticity was not always believed and peosle would try
with their thumbs on their cheeks to see if the black color
could be rubbed off. Others pulled their hair to find out
whether it was a wig or genuine black hair.
For the blacks from the Danish colonies in the West
Indies the attention they drew must not only have been
uncomfortable but also completely incomprehensible. In the
Danish colonies of St. Thomas, St. Croix and St. John the
blacks were used to seeing white people and these were also
used to seeing black citizens and to treat them as people. But
in Denmark the blacks were seen as something close to peculiar
animals probably escaped from a zoo.
For the black children visiting Denmark the stay could
be particularly humiliating. Danish children would shout:
"Go home and wash yourselves, you dirty monkeys" and
would follow the poor foreign-looking children with yells
such as: "Go home to the negroes in Africa. You have come to
civilized Denmark by mistake!"
Of course, Julius Strandberg knew all this and therefore he had to emphasize that the child in the ballad was a
Danish, "almost white child". Because Denmark was an
overwhelmingly white country. People wore the same kind
of clothes, had the same cultural background and everyone
had the same light skin tone.
At the end of the last century Denmark was also a

-75-

society coming to a standstill in certain fields, while the rest
of the world was moving ahead. There was a fear of change
in this country and that was some of the reason for the fear
of blacks: Another way to state it is by calling it simply and
plainly racial prejudice.
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